Can superantigens trigger sudden infant death?
A majority of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) victims have respiratory or gastrointestinal infections prior to death. This has led to an investigation of the role of pathogenic bacteria and the potentially lethal toxins they produce as triggers for sudden infant death. A small group of bacteria have been consistently identified in SIDS victims as compared to controls, and remarkably, three of these produce superantigenic toxins. Superantigens exert a powerful effect on the immune system, stimulating T-cells, which subsequently induces the formation of large amounts of cytokines. Generation of an overwhelming inflammatory response may lead to death by shock, or other, as yet unrecognized effects of the toxin on the respiratory or cardiac systems. A SIDS/superantigen model is proposed which may explain many of the pathological characteristics of SIDS and establish quantifiable markers for SIDS.